Abstract-Past research has shown, separately, that endogenous location cues and high perceptual load search tasks increase the specificity of attentional deployment to task-relevant regions of the visual field, while complex task-irrelevant backgrounds greatly resembling task-relevant stimuli reduce it. Here, we investigated in the same study whether the perceptual load created by an endogenously cued set of task-relevant stimuli determines whether a surrounding complex background of similar task-irrelevant stimuli would interfere with search. Our results show that high perceptual load protects against interference from a complex background of similar but task-irrelevant stimuli, situated just beyond the boundaries of the task-relevant set. Furthermore, our findings demonstrate that search characteristics do not change when the relevant set is restricted attentionally to a smaller delineated area, even in the presence of a background. Finally, we found that the efficacy of endogenous location cueing is not dependent on the type of search task that occurs in the cued area. Our findings also reveal that alternative attention-directing strategies, such as guided search and signal detection, may be employed in such tasks in the absence of endogenous location cueing.
INTRODUCTION
There is a strong consensus among cognitive researchers that only a select amount of visual information encountered at any given point in time can ultimately be transformed into conscious perception. Research suggests that selective attention serves as a vehicle through which visual stimuli of interest are preferentially processed. It has been demonstrated that information contained within an attended region of the visual field is processed with greater speed and accuracy than information contained within an unattended region of the visual field (e.g. Yeshurun and Carrasco, 1998; Carrasco et al., 2000; Pestilli and Carrasco, 2005) . Attention has also been shown to alter the appearance of visual stimuli in the spatial domain (e.g. Tsal and Shalev, 1996; Carrasco and McElree, 2001; Carrasco et al., 2004; Gobell and Carrasco, 2005) and in the temporal domain (e.g. Enns et al., 1999; Chen and O'Neill, 2001; Tse et al., 2004) . A wide array of theories has been proposed over the past several decades in an attempt to describe the cognitive determinants underlying the selective processing of visual stimuli. However, the contributions of these cognitive determinants to selective attentional deployment are still not entirely understood and continue to be of great interest.
One of the major cognitive determinants considered to play a valuable role in selective attention is the existence of a priori knowledge of task-relevant locations in the visual field. Research has shown that an informative location cue indicating the subsequent location of task-relevant information leads observers to detect a target stimulus faster than would a non-informative or misleading location cue (e.g. Posner et al., 1980) . In other words, when the assumed location of task-relevant stimuli is faulty or ambiguous, the time required for target-detection increases because attention cannot be deployed as efficiently.
Several other cognitive determinants that allow for the segregation of task-relevant information from task-irrelevant information are intimately related to a number of intrinsic properties associated with the search display. For instance, several studies have found that increasing the processing requirements (i.e. the perceptual load) of task-relevant stimuli, eliminates interference from a single task-irrelevant stimulus (flanker) in close proximity to the area containing the task-relevant stimuli (e.g. Lavie, 1995; Facoetti and Molteni, 2000; Sanders and Lamers, 2002; Galera et al., 2005) . It has been proposed that as the search task becomes increasingly complex, residual cognitive processing resources become scarce. In turn, this residual cognitive resource deficiency, characteristic of high-load search tasks, prevents the task-irrelevant stimulus from being processed. Therefore, whether or not a flanker is present in such tasks, response time (RT) for target-detection remains unchanged.
More recent studies have identified another property of the search display that influences selective attention. A study by Galera et al. (2000) has shown that when a task-relevant set of stimuli composed of a target and distractors is itself imbedded in a task-irrelevant background of textural elements, a situation is created in which RT is slower than if the relevant set is not surrounded by a background. Furthermore, a recent study by Wolfe et al. (2002) has demonstrated that complex task-irrelevant backgrounds greatly resembling the task-relevant stimuli slow down the selection of those stimuli. As task-irrelevant stimuli in the background become increasingly similar to task-relevant stimuli in the search task, target-detection becomes increasingly difficult, presumably because the shared features between such background items and the relevant set causes them to capture attentional resources (see Duncan and Humphreys, 1989; Wolfe, 1994) .
To summarize, past studies have pinpointed several cognitive determinants underlying selective attentional deployment in visual search tasks. These include (1) endogenous location cueing (e.g. Posner et al., 1980) , (2) the perceptual load of taskrelevant stimuli (e.g. Lavie, 1995) , and (3) the presence of task-irrelevant stimuli
